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ABSTRACT 



A scheduling system is disclosed for scheduling tasks for 
fulfilling a series of service requests. When each service 
request is received, a determination is made as to the amount 
of resources a task requires to provide the requested service. 
Further, a preferred time within which to perform the task is 
obtained from the requestor of the service request. For each 
service request, data for the estimated amount of resources 
and the preferred time are supplied, on a first-come-first- 
serve basis, to a scheduling component for solving a com- 
binatorial optimization model which efficiently allocates a 
predetermined amount of resources for each time slot in a 
scheduling period by rearranging tasks for service requests 
previously received. Hie scheduling component provides for 
a service requestor, without regard to subsequently received 
service requests, a service time in which to perform the task 
for the requested service substantially immediately after the 
service request is made. Whenever possible, the service time 
coincides with the preferred time. Each previously received 
service request will have its related task performed within 
the service time provided to the requestor of the service 
request. The scheduling system is particularly useful in 
scheduling technician time for service calls received by 
customer representatives in the telecommunication and util- 
ity industries. 

48 Claims, 7 Drawing Sheets 
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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR SCHEDULING 
SERVICE PROVIDERS TO PERFORM 
CUSTOMER SERVICE REQUESTS 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION ^ 

Hie present invention relates to scheduling service pro- 
viders to perform customer service requests and in particular 
to responding immediately to each customer service request 
with a time interval in which to perform the service while 
also being able to optimize the utilization of the service 
providers. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 15 

In many service related industries a customer service 
request necessitates the scheduling of an appointment for a 
service provider to perform the requested service. Providing 
service schedules for large numbers of service requests and 
relatively large numbers of service providers is typically 
difficult to accomplish in a cost effective manner. That is, it 
is difBcult to arrange service appointments providing high 
utilization of service provider personnel without incurring 
inordinate scheduling time delays and/or costs. 

In some service industries there are additional difficulties 
in scheduling in that coordination must be made with each 
customer to, for example, arrange access to the customer's 
premises. Such coordination is particularly prevalent in 
utility and telecommunication industries. It is typical when 
such coordination is required, that each customer requesting 
service is given a service time interval within which the 
customer's requested service is to be performed. Thus, a 
customer is required to be accessible during the service time 
interval for a service provider to perform the requested 
service. 

It is common practice in industries providing such service 
time intervals in response to customer service requests that 
service time intervals are typically larger than the estimated 
time to perform the requested service. This strategy provides 40 
additional flexibility in scheduling service providers in that 
there is allowance or flexibility for schedule changes without 
the need for additional contacts with customers and rear- 
rangement of service appointments. However, to provide 
customer satisfaction, it is also preferred that the service 45 
time intervals agree or overlap as much as possible with 
preferred service request times given by customers. Thus, 
accomplishing the two goals of effectively scheduling ser- 
vice providers and also accommodating the preferred service 
times given by customers becomes even more difficult. 50 

Previous attempts to satisfy both the goal of efficient 
scheduling for service providers and the goal of accorruno- 
dating customer preferred service times have focused on 
obtaining all or substantially all customer service requests 
before formulating a schedule for service providers. Thus, 55 
customers with service requests are typically contacted at 
some later time after the initial customer request and pro- 
vided with a time which may or may not correspond with 
any customer preferred time interval for the service request. 
This strategy, however, has the disadvantages of: (a) increas- 60 
ing scheduling overhead in that customers must be re- 
contacted which may involve multiple contact attempts for 
a single service request; (b) necessitating further inconve- 
nience for customers requesting service; and (c) typically 
requiring an early cut off date wherein no further customer 65 
requests are taken for certain dates not yet having service 
provider schedules. 



Thus, it would be advantageous to have a scheduling 
capability wherein there is a service time interval provided 
to each customer during the initial contact when the cus- 
tomer requests service, wherein each service time interval 
substantially overlaps a customer preferred service time, and 
wherein the provided service time intervals obtained can be 
used to efficiently schedule service providers. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

In a general context, the present invention is a scheduling 
tool for scheduling resources to perform requested tasks 
wherein the entire set of tasks to be scheduled is not known 
prior to commencement of a "scheduling** of a particular 
task. In particular, tasks are allocated resources in the order 
that they are received. In one preferred embodiment of the 
present invention, hereinafter denoted as a "scheduler,'* 
tasks to satisfy customer service requests are scheduled 
according to a predetermined forecast of available resources. 
During a customer's initial service request contact, a cus- 
tomer preferred service time interval in which the service 
request task is to be performed is determined (i.e., as 
specified by the customer). The scheduler uses this preferred 
interval to inunediately: either inform the customer that the 
required service task will be performed in the customer* s 
preferred time interval or, if it's impossible, provide the 
customer with a specified service time when the task will be 
performed. When a specific time is provided, resources are 
"assigned" to perform the service requested task; that is, the 
resources are allocated to the task and they are excluded 
from any further resource rearranging activities. Thus, the 
resources allocated for this particular task cannot be reallo- 
cated to a different task at some later time. Alternatively, if 
a service time interval is provided, then there is typically 
more time within the service time interval than necessary to 
perform the task. That is, the service time interval has "time 
flexibility.** Such time flexibility allows the task to be shifted 
within its service time interval as other tasks for subsequent 
service requests are subsequently scheduled, although the 
initial task remains scheduled for performance within the 
service rime interval given to the customer. Thus, instead of 
assigning resources for a particular task as when a specific 
time is provided, in the present invention resources are 
merely allocated such that they may be reallocated to 
another task if the initial task is shifted to a different time and 
allocated other resources within its specified service time 
interval. 

Thus, in this preferred embodiment, it is an aspect of the 
present invention to provide for the efficient allocation of 
resources wherein the resources are service provider time 
such that for each customer service request generating a 
service time interval, the actual scheduling of a service 
provider may be performed at a later date than when the 
initial customer service request is received within, however, 
the constraints of the previously specified service time 
interval. 

It is also an aspect of the scheduler of the present 
invention to provide the above capabilities by using a 
resource allocation model, hereinafter denoted the Daily 
Floater Model (DFM), belonging to the class of combina- 
torial optimization models which have been developed for 
scheduling problems. That is, the DFM includes: (a) an 
optimization function relating to the efficiency of utilization 
of service providers; and (b) a set of constraints, the con- 
straints defining scheduling criteria such as, for example, the 
constraints that there is at most one service start time per 
service appointment or constraints insuring that for every 
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woric hour the number of service providers assigned for 
services does not exceed the total number of available 
service providers according to the predetermined forecast 
The DFM attempts to satisfy the one or more sets of 
constraints while simultaneously determining an optimal or 5 
extreme value for the optiraizatian function. In one preferred 
embodiment, the optimization function provides values 
related to the amount of unassigned and unallocated service 
provider time. Therefore, in this case, the DFM is used to 
minimize the value of the optimization function while lO 
satisfying the one or more sets of constraints provided. 

It is a further aspect of the present invention to use DFM 
scheduling models for concmrently constructing schedules 
for each of a plurality of scheduling time periods (e.g., days 
or weeks) where the resources are known or forecasted for *5 
each such time period and further lo schedule service 
requests which require a plurality of such time periods by 
decomposing these requests into a plurality of shorter ser- 
vice requests wherein each shorter service request may be 
performed within a single scheduling time period. 20 

It is a further aspect of the present invention that no 
additional contact with a customer, prior to performing the 
service requested, is required. Thus, for tasks having time 
flexibility, the present invention requires the DFM models to 
honor each service time period supplied to a customer, tiius ^ 
insuring that customers do not have to be contacted to 
reschedule service times. 

Other features and benefits of the present invention will 
become apparent from the accompanying figures and the 
detailed description following hereinafter. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a flowchart providing, at a high level, the steps 
performed when a customer service request is received by a 35 
customer service representative, 

FIG. 2Ais a fint part of a flowchart of the steps performed 
by the present invention when determining a time within 
which a task to fulull a service request is to be performed. 

FIG. 2B is a second part of the flowchart having FIG. 2A 
as a first part. 

FIG. 2C is a third part of the flowchart having FIG, 2A as 
a first part. 

FIG. 2D is a fourth part of the flow chart having FIG. 2A 45 
as a first part. 

FIG. 2E is a fifth part of the flow chart having FIG. 2A as 
the first part, 

FIG, 3 is a flowchart of the steps performed when an 
^pointment is provided for each task in each of one or more 
scheduling periods (e.g., days). 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

The scheduler of the present invention is used lo solve 55 
problems which differ significantly from traditional sched- 
uling problems. In traditional prior art scheduling problems, 
the set of tasks (cquivalenlly jobs, requests, etc.) to be 
scheduled is given or provided before any scheduling is 
performed. Consequently, a mathematical model describing 50 
the constraints of a traditional scheduling problem, such as 
available resources and feasible time windows to satisfy the 
requests, is solved only once and the resulting solution 
provides an optimal schedule for the tasks. 

Regarding the scheduler of the present invention, how- 65 
ever, requested tasks are provided to the present invention 
seqiientially and the scheduler is required to respond in real 



time with a service interval within which each requested task 
can be performed. Thus, when a new task is requested, the 
present invention dynamically attempts to rearrange previ-" 
ously entered tasks to make efficient use of the resources 
available to perform all tasks and at the same time satisfy 
time constraints that may be associated with each task. 

In one preferred embodiment and use of the present 
invention, the scheduler includes a software tool for sched- 
uling appointments of technicians required to carry out, for 
instance, repair and installation tasks requested by the cus- 
tomers of a telephone company. In particular, customers 
typically phone in service requests to company representa- 
tives who may, in turn, activate the scheduler of the present 
invention via, for example, a data entry device, and provide 
the customer, substantially immediately, with information 
regarding the time frame within which the service request 
may be satisfied. To accomplish both the immediate feed- 
back to a customer and at the same time efficiently allocate 
resources (i.e., technician time), the scheduler retains infor- 
mation regarding time flexibility in performing the service 
request tasks. More precisely, whenever the time interval 
within which a task is to be done is sufficiently greater than 
the estimated time to accomplish the task (i.e., time flex- 
ibility), then specifying the exact starting time for perform- 
ing the service request task is delayed so that such delays 
may be used in allowing tasks for additional future service 
requests to be performed within the same scheduling period 
(e.g., a day or a week). 

In this preferred embodiment, when the scheduler of the 
present invention is activated by a customer service repre- 
sentative, the customer service representative determines at 
least an estimation as to the time required to perform the 
requested task and preferred times within which the task 
may be performed. In particular, a preferred starting day, a 
preferred starting time within the day, a preferred last day by 
which completion of the task last is to be accomplished, and 
a preferred time for completion within the last day are 
solicited from the customer. Thus, based on this information 
and information regarding the resources (i.e., technician 
time) available, the scheduler generates a time interval for 
accomplishing the task which may be supplied immediately 
to the customer. In supplying this time interval to the 
customer, the scheduler generates, whenever possible, a time 
to perform the service request task in accordance with the 
customer supplied time preferences. However, if the cus- 
tomer preferred time interval cannot be accommodated due 
to previous customer service requests, then an alternative 
appointment time may be provided to the customer wherein 
the alternative time is relatively close to the customer 
preferred time interval. For example, consider as a simple 
case, the scheduling of a single technician's time for a 
scheduling period of two consecutive days. If a first service 
request is received from a first customer having a preferred 
starting time of 8 am. on the first day, a preferred comple- 
tion time of 5 p.m. on the first day, an estimated task duration 
of three hours, and there are no tasks scheduled for these two 
days, then the task (hereinafter denoted the first task) for this 
first service request may be tentatively scheduled for 8 a.m. 
of the first day and the service time interval provided to the 
first customer is the prefwrcd lime interval. Subsequently, if 
a second service request is received having a preferred 
starting time of 9 a.m. on the first day, a preferred comple- 
tion time of 11 a.m. on the first day, and an estimated task 
duration of one hour, then since the first task can be shifted 
and still remain within its service time interval previously 
provided to the first customer, the first task may be shifted 
to start, for example, at 11:30 a.m. on the first day. thereby 
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allowing the preferred time interval for the second service 
request to be accepted as the service time interval due to the 
shifting of the first task. Thus, this second service time 
interval is provided to the customer who supplied the second 
service request. Subsequently, if a third service request is 5 
received having a preferred starting lime of 1 p.m. on the 
first day, a preferred completion time of 5 p.m. on the first 
day and an estimated task duration of four hours, then this 
preferred time is not accepted as the service time interval 
since no shifting of the first two entered tasks within their 
service time intervals will allow the task for this third service 
request to be performed within its preferred time interval. 
Thus, the task for this third service request may be, with the 
requesting customer acceptance, provided with a service 
time interval of 1 p.m. on the second day to 5 p.m. on the 
second day. 

Based upon the foregoing, it will be appreciated that the 
present invention effectively generates a new schedule on 
each new customer service request. That is, in those cases 
where a time interval is provided to previous customers for 
the relevant time period (e.g., a day) and a new service 
request is taken for the same time period, resources will 
acmally be allocated within each of the various and previ- 
ously specified time intervals when generating or attempting 
to generate a time interval to be provided to the new ^5 
customer on the new service request. 

A high level flowchart describing the interaction between 
the customer and the customer service representative is 
given in the flowchart of FIG. 1. However, before proceed- 
ing with a detailed discussion of the scheduler and the 30 
flowchart of FIGS. 2A-2E which embodies the scheduler, a 
discussion of the following data structures is necessary. 

(1.1) r: an integer parameter, r identifies a (service request) 

task by number, i^l, 2 R. For simplidiy, it is 

assumed that each task r is performed within a single day. 35 
This, however, is not a restriction of the present invention 

in that, for example, as one skilled in the art will recog- 
nize, tasks requiring multiple days may be decomposed 
and portions scheduled one day at a time. 

(1.2) Preferred customer task completion interval param- 40 
eters: 

(a) PS^d): the customer preferred earliest start day for 
performing the service request task r; 

(b) PS^ (t): the preferred earliest start time within PS^ (d) 
for performing the service request task r. Note that each 45 
day is partitioned into a predetermined number of time 
slots for designating times within a day such that 
successive slot limes are identified by positive integers. 
Thus, in one preferred embodiment, each time slot 
corresponds to half an hour and the time slots for a day 50 
are identified with the integers: 0, 1, 2, . . . , 15 wherein 

0 is the first time slot of the day and 15 is the last time 
slot of the day. For simplicity, it is assumed there are T 
time slots per day. Thus, T-l-1 denotes the end of the 
day; 55 

(c) PCr(d): the latest preferred completion day for the 
service request task r; 

(d) PC^t): the preferred latest completion time slot within 
PC^d) for the service request task r. ^ 

(1.3) Parameters used by the scheduler for specifying the 
current time interval within which a task may be per- 
formed: 

(a) CS^d): the current value used by the scheduler as the 
earliest start day for task r; ^5 

(b) CS^(t): the current value used by the scheduler as the 
earliest starting time slot within CS^d); 



(c) CC/d): the current value used by the scheduler as the 
completion day for task r; 

(d) CC^(t): the current value used by the scheduler as the 
latest completion time slot for the task r within CS^(d). 

(1.4) T^ the estimated time (i.e., time slots) required to 
perform the task r. 

(1.5) N,: the number of resources available for a time slot t 
within a predetermined day. 

(1.6) D: the last day for which resources are forecasted; Le., 
the last day for which N, is defined for each time slot t=l, 
2. . . . , T. 

(1.7) DFM(d): the data structures and procedures defining 
the daily floater model (DFM) for day d. 



Xn = 1, if the task r is scheduled to start 
loxt. 

I, otherwise. 



at the beginning af tune I 

{ O,oth( 



(1.8) 



r=1.2....,/?,/-0,l,2 7; 

(1.9) x,(d) or simply when imambiguous: the number of 
resources, for a predetermined day d, not allocated to 
tasks at time slot t, t=l, 2, . . . , T. 

(1.10) Aj: the value used in determining whether a task has 
time flexibility or not; i.e., if [the number of time slots 
between PC/t) on PC,(d) and PS^(t) on PSXd)]iAi, then 
the task r has no time flexibility. 

(1.1 1) Aj: a value used in determining whether or not spare 
resources remain available for a predetermined day; i.e., 
if 



T 



then (and only then) is it considered that there are no spare 
resources on the day to which the summation of x/s relate. 

An important component of the present invention is the 
resource allocation model, DFM, which can now be 
described in terms of the above defined data structures. The 
DFM is a mathematical model for scheduling the resources, 
one scheduling period (e.g. a day) at a time, according to 
customer service requests received. The mode! includes an 
objective function to be minimized (maximized) and. in 
addition, a number of constraints which must be simulta- 
neously satisfied. At a high level, the DFM preferably 
minimizes die number of unallocated resources for a day 
while simultaneously providing a specific starling time for 
each task r=l, 2, . . . , R, wherein the starting time is not 
earlier than the customer preferred starting lime and such 
that the task r may be completed within the customer 
preferred interval. Further, there are DFM constraints requir- 
ing that the resources allocated for a given time slot not 
exceed N, for each time slot of each day. 

The DFM is characterized, for example, for a predeter- 
mined day, by the following expressions: 
(2.1) the objective (or equivalently optimization) fiinction: 

minimize 



T 



subject to the following constraints: 

t x„ = l,r=l,2,....^; 
t=Sr 

R i 

X Zx„-i-Xt = N„t^h2 T; 



(2.2) 



(2.3) 
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-continued 



) ^ Jrt ^ 1. integer, r = 1, 2, R, 



( = 1. 2. . . . . 7> 
x,^0 /=l,2,, 



(2.4) 



(2J) 



where / = /(r. f) = max{t - + I . CSXO K 



T 

t=l 



R 



maxiinizc Z £ Axn, 
7=1 r=l 



10 



f = f{r. f) = min{ i, CC^t) - + 1}. 

From the definitions of CS^t). CC^t) and it follows 
(2.6) for tcCS/t) and for t>CC,(t)-T,+l. 
Referring to the expressions (2.1) through (2.6) above, 

(2.1) minimizes the total number of spare resources for the 
day to which the model applies. The constraints provided in 

(2.2) express the logical requirement that each service 
request task can be assigned exactly one starting time. The 15 
constraints of (2.3) express the requirements that at each 
time slot t the number of resources having been allocated 
and/or assigned to tasks to be performed during the time slot 
cannot exceed the available number of resources. Further 
note that constraints (2.4) and (2.5) along with the fact that 20 
N, are integers imply that x, are non-negative integers. Thus, 
any feasible solution to the DFM above is an integer valued. 

As an aside, it is worthwhile to note that a novel aspect of 
the objective function (2.1) above is that for all feasible 
solutions to the DFM above, the objective function yields 25 
the same value; that is, 



30 



Thus, solving the combinatorial problem presented by the 
DFM expressions above is equivalent to searching for an 
arbitrary solution to the system (2.2)-(2.6). Thus, based on 
this observation, any optimization procedure used in solving 
the DFM above can be stopped after finding the first integer 35 
feasible solution. 

Also note that the objective function (2.1) above can be 
replaced by other objective functions to express alternative 
requirements when scheduling taskS; For example, consider 
the following objective function: 40 



(2.7) 



where time slots t are assigned priorities P,. In this case, the 
optimal solution to this modified DFM maximizes the sum 45 
of priorities of tasks scheduled in specific hours of the day. 
Further, the modified DFM provided here may be useful for 
increasing in the generated schedule the number of requests 
with high priorities assigned to early morning hours. Thus, 
it is an important aspect of the present invention that various 50 
objective functions can be used with the constraints 
(2.2)-(2.6). Thus, the set of feasible solutions remains 
unchanged but some feasible solutions are now "better" than 
. others. 

Commencing now with the description of the steps of 55 
FIGS. 2A-2E, in step 100, a determination is made as to 
whether the scheduler of the present invention is to be 
initialized or not. In particular, certain data structures have 
their values retained between execudons of the scheduler 
once it has been initialized. For instance, all values of x/d) 60 
may be retained from previous executions of the scheduler. 
However, if initialization is desired, then in step 104 the 
number of unassigned resources for each time slot for each 
day through the forecasted number of days D is initialized 
with the number of resources that may be provided for tasks. 65 

That is, x^d) is assigned tiic value N„ d=l, 2 D. and 

t=l, 2, . . . , T. Regardless, however, of tiie path taken from 
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step 100, step 108 is encountered wherein the scheduler 
waits for a service request to be input. Once such a request 
is input, step 112 is performed wherein the following values 
are determined relating to the task r which is to be performed 
to satisfy the service request: (a) the duration, T^ of the task 
r; (b) a preferred time interval in which to perform the task 
r including an earliest preferred start day PS^(d); a preferred 
earliest start time PS^ft); a latest preferred completion day 
PC,(d); and a latest preferred completion time PC^t). 

SubsequenUy, in step 116 a determination is made as to 
whether the preferred time interval has at least one day 
where there are forecasted resources. If this is not the case, 
then step 120 is encountered wherein the service request for 
r is accepted and the task r is put on a list of tasks to be 
scheduled when resources are forecast for at least the first 
day of the preferred time interval for r. Subsequendy, flow 
of conu*ol is transferred to step 108 to wait for a next service 
request 

Alternatively, if in step 116 the preferred interval for task 
r has at least one day with forecasted resources, then step 
124 is encountered wherein the current start day CS^(d). the 
current start time CS^(t), the current completion day CC^(d) 
and the current completion time CC^(t) are each assigned the 
value of the related preferred input parameter associated 
with the preferred time interval data determined in step 112. 
Following this step, in step 128, a record corresponding to 
the task r is entered into the daily floater model for the 
current start day CS^(d). Note that for simplicity r will be 
used to identify both die task and its related record. Further 
note that since the actual time for performing the task r can 
in some cases be changed when allocating resources to a 
subsequent task, the record r includes at least fields having 
the values CS,(d). CS,(t), CC,(d), CC,(t), PS.(d), PS,(t), 
PC^d) and PC^(t). Subsequently, in step 132 a determination 
is made as to whether the preferred time interval is within a 
single day. Assuming an affirmative answer results in step 
132, step 136 is encountered wherein a determination is 
made as to whether there are sufficient unassigned resources 
within the current starting day to complete the task r. If this 
rather primitive test is not satisfied, then there may be one 
or more iterations of the loop consisting of the eight steps 
from step 136 through step 160 wherein the task r is moved 
to a subsequent day, as will be discussed below, in an 
attempt to satisfy die test of step 136. 

Alternatively, if in step 136 there are sufficient resources 
in CS^d), then step 164 is encountered. In this later step, a 
determination is made as to whether there is no time 
flexibility within die current time interval and also as to 
whether there are sufficient unallocated resources within 
CS^(d) after CS^(t) to perform r. In particular, if there is no 
time fiexibility but there are sufficient resources, then step 
168 is encountered wherein resources are assigned and a 
specific time is. determined for the task; i.e., resources for. 
task r are assigned and a message is output indicating that 
the service request has been accepted and that the task r wOl 
be performed in the start of the current time interval. 
Following this step, step 172 is performed wherein the 
number of unallocated resources is decreased for those time 
slots of the current service start day CS^d) having resources 
assigned in step 168, Further, die task r is removed from 
DFM(CS,(d)). 

Subsequendy, in step 176, a determination is made as to 
whether there are further resources to allocate for the day 
CS,.(d). If so, then nothing further remains to be done and 
control is transferred back to step 108 to wait for another 
service request Alternatively, if substantially all resources 
are allocated for this particular day, then step 180 is cncoun- 
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tercd wherein any tasks remaining within the DFM(CS^d)) 
are assigned resources. That is, those tasks which have had 
resources allocated to them within their respective current 
intervals, but have not had resources assigned for specific 
times are now assigned resources. Subsequently, in step 184 5 
since substantially all resources for CS^d) have been 
assigned, DFM(CS^(d)) is excluded from being considered 
for further tasks. Following this step, step 108 is again 
encountered and the program for FIG. 1 waits for a new 
input service request. lO 

Returning now to step 164, if the test at this step is 
negative then either (a) there is time flexibility within the 
current time interval for the task r, or (b) there are insuflS- 
cient unallocated resources within the current dme interval 
for r to perform r. However, note that from step 136 there are 15 
suflScient unallocated resources within the current starling 
day for r. Therefore, control is transferred to step 188 
wherein any time flexibility in the current time interval for 
r and other tasks also in DFM(CSXd)) are used in an attempt 
to rearrange the current starting times for r with the other 20 
tasks in an attempt to fulfill each task's requirement for 
allocated resources and thereby provide a consistent model 
(i.e., tentative schedule) for all the tasks. Note that an 
important aspea of the present invention involves the high 
computational efficiency of this step. It is believed that for 23 
substantially all real life service request sequences and for 
reasonable numbers of resources (e.g., ^1000), step 188 can 
be solved in approximately 0.01 seconds of computer time 
on a Sun Sparc Workstadon. This can be explained as 
follows. DFM is an integer programming model. It's con- 30 
straints possess a special property being facets of integer 
polyhedron (2.2)-(2.6) as described in the following refer- 
ences: 

[1] George L. Nemhauser, Laurence A. Woolsey, "Integer 
and Combinatorial Optimiiation", JOHN WILEY & 35 
SONS, 1988, 763pp. 
[2] Youngho Lee and Hanif D. Shcrali, "Unrelated Machine 
Scheduling with Time-Window and Machine-Downtime 
Constraints", Annals of Opeiations Research, vol 50, 
339-365,1994, 40 
[3] Hanif D, Sherali and Youngho Lee, "Sequential and 
simultaneous lifting of minimal cover inequalities for 
GOB constrained knapsack poly topes", to appear in 
SIAM Journal on Discrete Mathematics, 1995. 
This means that solving the system (2.2)-(2.6) with inte- 45 
grality requirements (2.4) excluded, which is easy because it 
is equivalent to solving a linear programming problem, in 
many cases leads to integer solution thus providing 
extremely fast solution to the considered combinatorial 
problem. 50 

Following this step, in step 192, a determination is made 
as to whether the daily floater model from step 188 was able 
to allocate appropriate resources to all tasks currently 
requesting allocations on the day, CS^(d). If no such con- 
sistent model for DFM(CS^(d)) is obtained, then some 55 
portion of the seven steps 140-160 are performed wherein 
some portion of the current time interval for the task r is at 
least determined for modification in preparation for allocat- 
ing resources for r on a day when a consistent daily floater 
model may be obtained. Alternatively, if in step 192 a 60 
consistent model is obtained, then in step 196 a determina- 
tion is made as to whether the current day, CS^(d), precedes 
the last day of the preferred interval. If the results of this 
determination is negative, then in step 200 a determination 
is made as to whether the task r is prescntiy scheduled to be 65 
completed within the preferred time interval on the last day. 
If so, then the step 204 is performed wherein a message is 



output indicating that task r will be performed in the 
preferred time interval. Note that the step 204 is also 
performed when leaving step 196 via the positive branch. 

Alternatively, if step 200 results in a determination that 
task r will not be completed within the preferred time 
interval on tiie last day, then step 208 is performed wherein 
resources are assigned for the task r and a message is output 
indicating that r will be performed on CS^d) between CS^O 
and CC^t) (note, that CSXt)<=CC^l) if this step is per- 
formed). Subsequently, in step 212, DFM(CS/d)) is 
updated. That is, the number of free resources for this day is 
deaeased for the time slots for which the task r is to be 
performed. Further, r is now removed from DFM(CS/d)) 
since an exact time for performing r has been output thereby 
forbidding further changes to the resources assigned to r 
Following this step, step 176 is again encountered. In fact, 
step 176 is encountered regardless of the path taken from 
step 196. Thus, as discussed above, a determination is made 
in step 176 as to whether there are further resources which 
may be allocated for the day CS/d) and, if not, then in steps 
180 and 184 the remaining tasks in DFM(CS,(d)) are 
assigned and this model is excluded from being considered 
for further tasks. Thus, as the flow of control from step 176 
demonstrates, step 108 is subsequently performed wherein 
the program of FIGS. 2A-2E waits for another service 
request input 

Returning now to step 132, if the preferred time interval 
is not within a single day, as has been assumed in the 
discussion above, then the negative branch from this step is 
taken wherein step 216 is encountered In this step a 
determination is made as to whether task r is able to be 
completed in the first day of the multi-day preferred interval 
if r is started at CS^(X). That is, a determination is made as 
to whether there are sufficient time slots T^ remaining in the 
first day beyond CS^(t) to complete the task r. If so, then step 
220 is performed wherein the current completion time is 
assigned to the end of the day. Subsequcntiy, step 136 is 
again encountered to determine whether there are sufficient 
unallocated resources to complete task r within this day. 
Since the flow of control leaving step 136 along both the 
positive and negative paths has been discussed above, one 
skilled in the art will understand the applicability to the 
present context of the various flow of control paths of steps 
136-212 that have been discussed above. Alternatively, if 
task r cannot be completed in the first day, then the negative 
branch from step 216 is followed to step 140. In step 140, a 
determination is made as to whether the current starting day 
precedes the preferred completion day by at least two days. 
If so, then the next day is not the last day of a multi-day 
preferred time interval. Therefore, in proceeding to the next 
step (step 144), there need be no concern regarding com- 
pleting task r within die preferred time interval if r can be 
completed on the next day. Therefore, bearing these facts in 
mind, in step 144 Uie task r is transferred to the next day and 
the current starring and completion times are set such that all 
time slots for this next day may be considered when attempt- 
ing to allocate resources for r. SubsequenUy, step 136 is 
again encountered wherein a determination is made as to 
whether there are sufficient unallocated resources in the 
current starting time day for r to complete. If an affirmative 
answer is provided from step 136 then step 164 and subse- 
quent steps as discussed above are performed. Alternatively, 
if in step 136 a negative result is obtained then step 140 is 
again encountered wherein the current time interval for r is 
modified in subsequent steps iii an attempt to allocate 
resources to r. Thus, for example, if the negative branch from 
step 140 is taken, step 148 is encountered wherein a deter- 
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mination is made as to whether the cuircni starting day for 
the task r is the next to the last day of the current interval. 
If an affirmative answer is provided in step 148. step 152 is 
performed wherein the task r is again transferred to the next 
day. However, instead of attempting to schedule r within any 5 
of the time slots of the day as in step 144, in step 152 only 
the portion of the day up to the preferred completion time is 
specified for use. That is, CC^t) receives the value of PC/i). 
Subsequendy, step 136 is again encountered. Alternatively, 
if from step 148 a negative result is obtained, then step 154 lo 
is performed wherein a determination is made as to whether 
the current starting day is the last preferred day. Note thai 
whenever the flow of control reaches step 154, the current 
starting day is either the last day of the preferred time 
interval or beyond the last day, and in cither case the is 
program has been unsuccessful in appropriately allocating 
resources to the task r. Thus, r cannot be performed within 
the preferred time interval. However, it may still be possible 
to perform the task r within the last day of the preferred time 
interval if the preferred times within this last day can be 20 
expanded. Thus, if the current starting day is beyond the last 
day or the time intervals within the last day cannot be 
expanded, then step 156 is encountered wherein a determi- 
nation is made as to whether resources have been scheduled 
for the next day. If not, then in step 158 r is removed from 25 
DFM(CS^d)), a message is output indicating acceptance of 
r, and r is put on a list of tasks to be scheduled when 
resources are forecasted for CS^d,. Subsequently, step 108 
is again encountered. Alternatively, if CS^d) has resources 
forecasted, then step 160 is encountered wherein the task r 30 
is transferred to the next day and the current starting and 
completion times within the day are reset to the preferred 
starting and completion times, respectively. Thus, an attempt 
is made to at least perform r within what is believed to be the 
preferred time interval within a day for completing the task 35 
r. Note that an assumption is made here that PS^(t)^PS,,(t). 
It is believed that this is typically true for most service 
requests. However, in the event this does not hold, then 
CS^i) is assigned the value 0 and CC^(t) is assigned the 
value T+1 . Subsequently, step 136 is again encountered and 40 
processing proceeds as described above regarding step 136 
and those steps along the flow of control paths from step 
136. 

Returning now to step 154, if the current day is the last 
day and the current time interval within the last day can be 45 
expanded, then step 224 is performed wherein the time slots 
for allocating resources to r are expanded to include all dme 
slots within the current day. Following this, step 188 is 
encountered wherein the daily floater model is again 
executed to determine if a consistent allocation of resources 50 
to all tasks within the model for the current day can be 
obtained. Subsequently, in step 192 a determination is made 
as to whether the model for the cunent day is consistent If 
not, step 140 and those steps reachable from step 140 arc 
again performed in search of another time interval within 55 
which to allocate resources for r. Otherwise, if in step 192 
the model is determined to be consistent, then step 196 and 
those steps reachable from step 196 are performed wherein 
resources are at least allocated for task r. 

In FIG. 3 a flowchart is presented describing the steps 60 
taken when using the scheduler of FIGS. 2A through 2E to 
manage resources. In step 304 a determination is made as to 
whether further resources arc to be forecasted. If so, then in 
step 308 resources for some number of days are forecasted. 
Subsequently, in step 312 the program of FIGS. 2A-2E is 65 
initialized for these additional days with the forecasted 
resources N, for each new day and time slot within the day. 
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Alternatively, if in step 304 resources are not to be forecast, 
then in step 316 a determination is made as to whether one 
or more appointment schedules are to be produced for 
scheduling specific resources at specific dmes for each task 
within one of the days. If such appointment schedules are to 
be provided, then step 320 is performed wherein the variable 
"NEXT_DAY'* is assigned the first day for which an 
appointment schedule is to be provided. Subsequently, in 
step 324,- all tasks for "NEXT_DAY" that have had 
resources assigned to them in the scheduler are retrieved. In 
step 328, each task r retrieved in step 324 has its assigned 
resources scheduled. That is, a specific resource (e.g., a 
technician) is specified to perform the task r in an appoint- 
ment commencing at CSjCt). Following this, in step 332 
DFM(NEXT_DAY) is retrieved so that the remaining tasks 
within this daily floater model which have been allocated 
resources (but not assigned resources) may also be sched- 
uled. In step 336, the tasks within the DFM(NEXT_DAY) 
are scheduled in a similar marmer to those tasks in step 328. 
Subsequently, in step 338, the daily floater model for 
NEXT__DAY is deleted. Following this, a determination is 
made in step 340 as to whether another day is to be 
scheduled. If so, then steps 320 through 340 are performed 
again. Otherwise, the flowchart terminates. As an aside, it is 
worthwhile to note that each task r in one of the daily floater 
models retrieved in step 332 is a candidate for having its 
current time interval modified at any time until its daily 
floater model is retrieved in step 332, Thus, tasks having 
time flexibility may potentially be provided with the final 
appointment time irrmiediately before a schedule for the day 
of the appointment is created. 

The foregoing discussion of the invention has been pre- 
sented for purposes of illustration and description. Further, 
the description is not intended to limit the invention to the 
form disclosed herein. Consequently, variation and modifi- 
cation coirmiiserate with the above teachings, within the 
skill and knowledge of the relevant art, are within the scope 
of the present invention. The embodiment described here- 
inabove is further intended to explain the best mode pres- 
ently known of practicing the invention and to enable others 
skilled in the art to utilize the invention as such, or in other 
embodiments, and with the various modifications required 
by their particular application or uses of the invention. It is 
intended that the appended claims be construed to include 
alternative embodiments to the extent permitted by the prior 
art 

What is claimed is: 

1. A method for scheduling a predetermined plurality of 
resources, comprising the steps of: 
receiving a plurality of requests for services requiring at 

least some of said predetermined plurality of resources, 

said plurality of requests including a first request and a 

second request; 
establishing a schedule for said plurality of requests, 

comprising the step of performing steps (A1)-(A4) for 

at least one of the first and second request; 

(Al) obtaining information related to the request, said 
information including (a) a preferred time interval 
for performing a task related to the request for 
providing a requested service and (b) an estimate 
related to an amount of said predetermined plurality 
of resources for performing the task related to the 
request, wherein said preferred time interval is 
longer than a time estimated to perform said task 
associated with the revest; 

(A2) determining an actual time interval within which 
to allocate said estimated amount of resources for 
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performing the task, said actual time interval being 
determined using said prefened lime interval as 
input for solving a combinatorial optimization 
model, wherein said actual lime interval is longer 
than said time estimated to perform said task asso- 5 
ciated with the request; 

(A3) outputting a message indicating the actual time 
interval determined in step (A2), wherein said mes- 
sage is output substantially inunediately after receiv- 
ing the request; and 

(A4) retaining said actual time interval for the request 
as part of said schedule, said actual time interval 
providing scheduling flexibility in that said task 
associated with the request may be commenced at 
more than one time within said actual lime interval 
and yet still be completed within said actual time 
interval. 

2. A method as claimed in claim 1, wherein said prede- 
termined plurality of resources includes an amount of time 
for each of a plurality of service providers. 

3. A method as claimed in claim 2, wherein said estimate 20 
related to an amount of said predetermined resources to 
perform a task includes an amount of time for a service 
provider of said plurality of service providers to perform the 
task. 

4. A method as claimed in claim 1, wherein said step of 25 
obtaining includes soliciting said preferred time interval 
from a customer supplying the request. 

5. A method as claimed in claim 1, wherein for each said 
request of said plurality of requests, each said actual time 
interval includes an integral number of time slots in a 
discrete series of predetermined time slots. 

6. A method as claimed in claim 1, further including a step 
of providing a first starting time for commencing a first task 
related 10 the first request and a second starting time for 
commencing a second task related to the second request 
wherein said first and second tasks are to be performed ^5 
within their respective actual time intervals; and 

wherein, when said time intervals for the first and second 
tasks overlap, said first and second tasks are to be 
performed without an overlap when the actual time 
interval overlap requires more of said predetermined ^ 
plurality of resources than are available. 

7. A method as claimed in claim 6, wherein said step of 
providing includes using a predetermined function to be 
optimized and a predetermined set of constraints to be 
satisfied when said function is optimized. 4S 

8. A method as claimed in claim 7, wherein said prede- 
termined function relates to a work load measurement for a 
plurality of service providers. 

9. A method as claimed in claim 7, wherein said set of 
consuaints provides for a single staning time for a task 50 
related to a request. 

10. A method as claimed in claim 8, wherein said set of 
constraints includes, for a predetermined time slot, a con- 
straint relating a number of said service providers available 
for task assignment in said predetermined time slot to a sum 55 
of: (a) a number of allocated service providers for said 
predetermined time slot and (b) a number of unallocated 
service providers for said predetermined lime slot. 

11. A method as claimed in claim 7, wherein said step of 
providing includes solving a combinatorial optimization 60 
model for a feasible allocation of said predetermined plu- 
rality of resources, said predetermined function and said 
predetermined set of constraints included in said combina- 
torial optimization model. 

12. A method as claimed in claim 6, wherein said step of 65 
providing includes shifting a current or proposed staning 
time for said first task when: 
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(a) said actual time interval for the first request is longer 
than a time to perform said first task; 

(b) there is a time slot where said first and second tasks 
overlap if said first task commences at said current 
starting time for said first task and said second task 
commences at said second starting time; and 

(c) there are insufficient resources in said time slot to 
allocate resources to both said first and second tasks. 

13. A method as claimed in claim 6, wherein said step of 
providing includes shifting a current or proposed starting 
time for said second task when: 

(a) said actual time interval for the second request is 
longer than a time to perform said second task; 

(b) there is a time slot where said first and second tasks 
overlap if said first task commences at said first starting 
time for said first task and said second task commences 
ai said cunent starting time for said second task; and 

(c) there are insufficient resources for said time slot to 
allocate resources to both said first and second tasks. 

14. A method as claimed in claim 6, wherein each of said 
first and second tasks are performed in a same predeter- 
mined scheduling period. 

15. A method as claimed in claim 1, wherein said actual 
time interval is one or more days in length. 

16. A method as claimed in claim 1, wherein said step of 
determining includes solving a combinatorial optimization 
model for deieraaining said time actual interval. 

17. A method as claimed in claim 1, wherein said step of 
determining includes determining a current starting time for 
the task such that the task is performed in said prefened time 
interval for the request when commenced at said current 
starting time. 

18. An apparatus for scheduling a plurality of tasks, 
comprising: 

input means for inputting, for each service request of a 
series of service requests, request data related to the 
service request, said request data including a preferred 
time for conmriencing a task related to the service 
request, said task requiring a predetermined amount of 
resources from a predetermined plurality of resources; 

means for determining, for each service request of the 
scries of service requests, a service time to perform the 
related task, said means for determining including a 
means for solving a combinatorial optimization model 
for said service time when said input means supplies 
said request data related to the service request, wherein 
said service time determined for each of the service 
requests is determined before said request data related 
to a next service request of the series of service requests 
is suppUed, wherein said means for solving includes 
means for determining an extreme value for a prede- 
termined objective function of said combinatorial opti- 
mization model, wherein said extreme value satisfies a 
predetermined plurality of consttainis of said combi- 
natorial optimization model; 

output means for outputting, for each service request of 
the series of service requests, information indicating 
said service time for the service request; 

wherein, for each of the service requests, said service time 
for the service request is substantially identical to said 
preferred time for commencing the task related to the 
service request when said predetermined amount of 
resources required by the task is determined to be 
available for a consistent solution of said combinatorial 
optimization model, 

19. An apparatus as claimed in claim 18, wherein each 
said service request is a request for a telecommunication 
service. 
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20. An apparams as claimed in claim 18, wherein said 
request data for substantially all of the service requests 
includes an estimated amount of resources of said predeter- 
mined plurality of resources to perform the task related to 
the service request 5 

21. An apparatus as claimed in claim 18, wherein said 
input means inchidcs a data entry device used by a customer 
service represenladve to input said request data for a service 
request firom the series of service requests. 

22. An apparatus as claimed in claim 18, wherein said 
predetermined plurality of resources includes resources 
forecasted for each of a predetermined number of time slots 
for a scheduling period, 

23. An apparatus as claimed in claim 22, wherein said 
plurality of constraints includes constraints providing: (a) 
for each of the service requests whose service time has been 
determined, there is exactly one starting time for the task 
related to the service request, and (b) for each time slot 
having forecasted resources, a maximal number of said 
resources allocated to tasks related to the service requests in 
the time slot does not exceed the forecasted resources for the 20 
time slot 

24. An apparatus as claimed in claim 22, wherein said 
predetermined objective function is a function of a number 
of unallocated resources for the predetermined number of 
time slots in the scheduling period 25 

25. An apparatus as claimed in claim 18, wherein said 
predetermined objective function is a function of a weighted 
sum of a plurality of parameter values, each parameter value 
related to a time for performing a task for a service request 

of said series of service requests. 30 

26. An apparatus as claimed in daim 18, wherein said 
means for determining includes storage means for storing 
first data related to said predetermined amount of said 
resources for performing the task related to a first service 
request of the series of service requests wherein said service 35 
time has been determined for said first service request, 
wherein said first data is used by said means for determining 

in determining a service time for a second service request 
later in said series of said service requests than said fi-rst 
service request. 40 

27. An apparatus as claimed in claim 18, wherein said 
means for determining includes storage means for storing 
current data related to said service time for a first service 
request of the series of service requests wherein said service 
time for said first service request has been determined, said 45 
current data used by said means for determining in deter- 
mining a service time for a second service request later in 
said series of service requests than said first savice request. 

28. An apparatus as claimed in claim 27, wherein said 
means for determining includes means for changing said 50 
current data when: (a) said preferred time for said first 
service request includes a first time interval larger than an 
amount of time to perform the task related to said first 
service request, and (b) said prefened time for said second 
service request includes a second time interval overlapping 55 
said first time interval. 

29. An apparatus as claimed in claim 27, wherein said 
means for determining includes means for reallocating 
resources of said predetermined plurality of resources so that 
resources allocated to the task related to said first service 60 
request are reallocated to the task related to said second 
service request when: (a) said preferred time for said first 
service request is longer than an estimated amount of time 

to perform the related task, and (b) said preferred times for 
said first and second service requests overlap in a time slot 65 
having insufficient unallocated resources to perform the 
tasks for said first and second service requests concurrently. 
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30. A method for scheduling customer service requests for 
a predetermined time period, comprising the steps of: 

receiving a service request from a customer. 

identifying a first time interval within said predetermined 
time period for performing said service request, 
wherein said first time interval is longer than an esti- 
mated service time to perform said service request; 

generating a schedule for said predetermined time period 
utilizing said first time interval, said schedule compris- 
ing a second time interval for perfomiiiig said service 
request, wherein said second time interval is longer 
than said estimated service time required to perform 
said service request; 

storing said second time interval; 

communicating said second time interval to said cus- 
tomer, wherein said storing step maintains said second 
time interval in a fixed condition for said service 
request such that said service request will be performed 
during said second time interval and ftirther to alleviate 
a need to recontact said customer based upon one or 
more subsequent receiving steps; 

determining a current starting time within said second 
time interval to commence performing said service 
request and which will allow for completion of said 
service request within said second lime interval; and 

repeating said identifying, generating, storing, communi- 
cating and determining steps for one or more subse- 
quent executions of said receiving step associated with 
said predetermined time period; 

wherein for each execution of said repeating step, said 
generating step regenerates said scholule for said pre- 
determined time period by modifying said current 
starting time for at least one previously received service 
request, wherein said current starting time will still be 
within said second time interval for the previously 
received service request and will still allow for comple- 
tion of said service request within the associated second 
time interval. 

31. A method, as claimed in claim 30, wherein said first 
time interval and an associated said second time interval are 
the same, 

32. A method, as claimed in claim 30, wherein said first 
time interval and an associated said second time interval are 
overlapping. 

33. A method, as claimed in claim 30, wherein said first 
time interval and an associated said second time interval are 
different 

34. A method, as claimed in claim 30, wherein a service 
time required to perform said service request is less than said 
first time interval. 

35. A method, as claimed in claim 30. wherein a service 
time required to perform said service request is equal to said 
first time interval, and wherein an associated said second 
time interval from said generating step is the same as said 
first time interval. 

36. A method for scheduling a predetermined plurality of 
resources, comprising: 

receiving a plurality of requests for services requiring 
some of said predetermined plurality of resources, said 
plurality of requests including a first request and a 
second request; 

performing steps (AlHAS) for each of the first and 
second request, said performing for the first request 
completed before commencing said performing for the 
second request; 
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(Al) obtaining infonnation related to the request, said 
information including (a) a preferred time interval 
for performing a task related to the request for 
providing a requested service and (b) an estimate 
related to an amount of said predetermined plurality 5 
of resources for performing the task related to the 
request; 

(A2) determining a time interval within which 10 allo- 
cate said estimated amount of resources for perform- 
ing the task, said time interval being determined jq 
using said preferred time interval as input for solving 
a combinatorial optimization model; 
(A3) outputting a message indicating the time interval 
determined in step (A2), said message is output 
substantially immediately after receiving the request; ^ ^ 
providing a first starting time for commencing a first task 
related to the first request and a second starting time for 
conunencing a second task related to the second request 
wherein said first and second tasks are to be performed 
within their respective time intervals; and 20 
wherein, when said lime intervals for the first and second 
tasks overlap, said first and second tasks are to be 
performed without an overlap when the time interval 
overlap requires more of said predetermined plurality 
of resources than are available. 25 

37. A method as claimed in claim 36, wherein said step of 
providing includes using a predetermined function to be 
optimized and a predetamined set of constraints to be 
satisfied when said function is optimized. 

38. A method as claimed in claim 37, wherein said 30 
predetermined function relates to a work load measurement 
for a plurality of service providers. 

39. A method as claimed in claim 37, wherein said set of 
constraints provides for a single starting time for a task 
related to a request 35 

40. A method as claimed in claim 38, wherein said set of 
constraints includes, for a predetermined time slot, a con- 
straint relating a number of said service providers available 
for task assigrmient in said predetermined time slot to a sum 
of: (a) a number of allocated service providers for said 40 
predetermined time slot and (b) a number of unallocated 
service providers for said predetermined time slot. 

41. A method as claimed in claim 37, wherein said step of 
providing includes solving a combinatorial optimization 
model for a feasible allocation of said predetermined plu- 45 
rality of resources, said predetermined function and said 
predetermined set of constraints included in said combina- 
torial optimization model. 

42. A method as claimed in claim 36, wherein said step of 
providing includes shifting a current or proposed starting 50 
time for said first task when; 

(a) said time interval for the first request is longer than a 
time to perform said first task; 

(b) there is a time slot where said first and second tasks 
overiap if said first task commences at said current 
starting time for said first task and said second task 
commences at said second starting time; and 

(c) there are insufficient resources in said time slot to 
allocate resources to both said first and second tasks. 

43. A method as claimed in claim 36, wherein said step of 
providing includes shifting a current or proposed starting 
time for said second task when: 

(a) said time interval for the second request is longer than 

a time to perform said second task; ^5 

(b) there is a time slot where said first and second tasks 
overlap if said first task conunences at said first starting 
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time for said first task and said second task commences 
at said current starting time for said second task; and 
(c) there are insufficient resources for said time slot to 
allocate resources to both said first and second tasks. 

44. A method as claimed in claim 36, wherein each of said 
first and second tasks are performed in a same predeter- 
mined scheduling period. 

45. An apparatus for scheduling a plurality of tasks, 
comprising: 

input means for inputting, for each service request of a 
series of service requests, request data related to the 
service request, said request data including a preferred 
time for commencing a task related to the service 
request, said task requiring a predetermined amount of 
resources from a predetermined plurality of resoinces; 

means for determining, for each service request of the 
series of service requests, a service time to perform the 
related task, said means for determining including a 
means for solving a combinatorial optimization model 
for said service time when said input means supplies 
said request data related to the service request, wherein 
said service time determined for each of the service 
requests is detennined before said request data related 
to a next service request of the series of service requests 
is supplied, wherein said means for determining 
includes storage means for storing first data related to 
said predetermined amount of said resources for per- 
forming the task related to a first service request of the 
series of service requests wherein said service time has 
been determined for said first service request, wherein 
said first data is used by said means for determining in 
determining a service time for a second service request 
later in said series of said service requests than said first 
service request; 

output means for outputting, for each service request of 
the series of service requests, information indicating 
said service time for the service request; 

wherein, for each of Lhs service requests, said service time 
for the service request is substantially identical to said 
preferred time for conunencing the task related to the 
service request when said predetermined amount of 
resources required by the task is determined to be 
available for a consistent solution of said combinatorial 
optimization model. 

46. An apparatus for scheduling a plurality of tasks, 
comprising: 

input means for inputting, for each service request of a 
series of service requests, request data related to the 
service request, said request data including a preferred 
time for commencing a task related to the service 
request, said task requiring a predetermined amount of 
resources from a predetermined plurality of resources; 

means for determining, for each service request of the 
series of service requests, a service time to perform the 
related task, said means for determining including a 
means for solving a combinatorial optintization model 
for said service time when said input means supphes 
said request data related to the service request, wherein 
said service time determined for each of the service 
requests is detennined before said request data related 
to a next service request of the series of service requests 
is supplied, wherein said means for determining 
includes storage means for storing ctirrent data related 
to said service time for a first service request of the 
series of service requests wherein said service time for 
said first service reqiiest has been determined, said 
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current data used by said means for determining in 
determining a service time for a second service request 
later in said series of service requests than said first 
service request; 
output iTieans for outputting, for each service request of ^ 
the series of service requests, information indicating 
said service time for the service request; 
wherein, for each of the service requests, said service lime 
for the service request is substantially identical to said 
preferred time for commencing the task related to the ^° 
service request when said predetermined amount of 
resources required by the task is determined to be 
available for a consistent solution of said combinatorial 
optimization model. 
47. An apparatus as claimed in claim 46, wherein said 
means for determining includes means for changing said 
current data when: (a) said preferred time for said first 
service request includes a first time interval larger than an 
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amount of time to perform the task related to said first 
service request, and (b) said preferred time for said second 
service request includes a second time interval overlapping 
said first time interval. 

48. An apparatus as claimed in claim 46, wherein said 
means for determining includes means for reallocating 
resources of said predetermined pluraUty of resources so that 
resources allocated to the task related to said first service 
request are reallocated to the task related to said second 
service request when: (a) said preferred time for said first 
service request is longer than an estimated amount of time 
to perform the related task, and (b) said preferred times for 
said first and second service requests overly in a time slot 
having insufficient unallocated resources to perform the 
tasks for said first and second service requests concurrcntiy. 
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value of N can be varied according lo the degree of opti- 
misation desired: a high value of N gives better optimisation, 
but means that the scheduler takes longer to run. 

At each iteration of this process, the scheduler stores a 
"current best" sequence of jobs, along with a correspoading 
"current best" cost value for that sequence. Referring to FIG. 
5, each iteration of the process consists of the following 
steps. 

(Box 51) The sequence of jobs is changed in some random 
way, e.g. by changing the order of two adjacent jobs in the 
sequence. 

(Box 52) The changed sequence is then evaluated to 
determine a cost function for the route. This cost function 
may include factors such as time taken to travel between 
jobs, penalties for breaking an appointment, overtime work- 
ing for operatives, and achieving a suitable match between 
the operatives' skills and the difficulty of the jobs. 

(Box 53) The evaluated cost is then compared with the 
stored current best value, 

(Box 54) If the evaluated cost is better (i.e. less) than the 
current best, the changed sequence is saved as the new 
current best sequence, and its cost is saved as the new 
current best cost. 

(Box 55) If on the other hand the evaluated cost is greater 
than or equal to the current best value, the scheduler makes 
a random choice as to whether or not to accept this new 
sequence, with a probability determined by the current 
simulated temperature: the higher the simulated 
temperature, the more likely the scheduler is to accept the 
new sequence. If the scheduler decides to accept the new 
sequence, the changed sequence is saved as the new current 
best sequence, and its cost is saved as the new current best 
cost. 

(Box 56) If on the other hand the new sequence is not 
accepted, the existing current best is retained. 
Reactive scheduler 

The reactive scheduler 14 is similar to the appointment 
booking scheduler, the main difference being that it is 
capable of optimising from the latest best position. The 
reactive scheduler takes over from the appointment booking 
scheduler when a predetermined horizon is crossed (e.g. on 
the day that the appointments arc due), and takes account of 
last minute variations in resource availability and appoint- 
ment cancellations, by rescheduling dynamically. 

Gantt manager 

The Gantt manager interface 15 allows the current routes 
to be viewed graphically in bar chart form, to provide an 
overview of the operation of the schedulers. 

Watchdog 

The watchdog 16 continuously monitors the status of all 
jobs and can initiate the appointment booking scheduler 
automatically if the number of appointments booked on a 
particular route exceeds a predetermined threshold level. 

The watchdog also monitors the status of all jobs within 
the reactive scheduler horizon, and provides a warning of 
jeopardy situations. 

Some possible modifications 

It will be appreciated that many modifications may be 
made to the system described above without departing from 
the scope of the present invention. For example, instead of 
using a separate appointment booking scheduler and reactive 
scheduler, both functions may be performed by the same unit 
operating in different modes. 

We claim: 

1. A computerized appointment booking and scheduling 
apparatus for scheduling a plurality of operatives traveling 
to sites in a geographical area, said geographical area being 
divided into a plurality of regions, each of which regions 
includes a plurality of said sites, said apparatus comprising: 
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(a) a database for storing information relating to a plu- 
rality of appointments that have been booked, and for 
storing a pliu-ality of routes, each of said routes com- 
prising information specifying a sequence of said 
regions to be visited by a particular operative, the times 
the operative is scheduled to enter and leave each of 
said sequence of regions, and the amount of free time 
available for new appointments in each of said 
sequence of regions; 

(b) an appointment server for offering appointments at 
specified limes, using said routes stored in the database 
to check for availability of operatives in specified 
regions at specified times, and for inserting new 
appointments in the database and updating said routes 
to reflect said new appointments; and 

(c) an appointment scheduler for periodically accessing 
the database to obtain said information relating to 
appointments that have been booked, using this infor- 
mation to generate a new plurality of routes, optimizing 
said new plurality of routes in accordance with prede- 
termined criteria, and writing said new plurality of 
routes into said database lo replace the existing plural- 
ity of routes stored in said database. 

2. Apparatus according to claim 1 further including means 
for checking whether a predetermined trigger number of 
appointments has been made since the last time said appoint- 
ment scheduler was run and for running said appointment 
scheduler whenever said predetermined trigger number of 
appointments has been made. 

3. A method of operating a computer apparatus to sched- 
ule a plurality of operatives traveling to sites in a geographi- 
cal area, said geographical area being divided into a plurality 
of regions, each of which regions includes a plurality of said 
sites, said method comprising the steps: 

(a) storing in a database information relating to a plurality 
of appointments that have been booked, and a plurality 
of routes, each of said routes comprising information 
specifying a sequence of said regions to be visited by 
a particular operative, the times the operative is sched- 
uled to enter and leave each of said sequence of 
regions, and the amount of free time available for new 
appointments in each of said sequence of regions; 

(b) offering appointments at specified times, using said 
routes stored in the database to check for availability of 
operatives in specified regions at specified times; 

(c) booking new appointments, inserting the new appoint- 
ments in the database, and updating said routes to 
reflect the new appointments; and 

(d) periodically accessing the database to obtain said 
information relating to appointments that have been 
booked, using this information to generate a new plu- 
raUty of routes, optimizing said new plurality of routes 
in accordance with predetermined criteria, and v^Titing 
said new plurality of routes into said database to 
replace the existing plurality of routes stored in said 
database. 

4. A method according to claim 3 including the further 
step of checking whether a predetermined trigger number of 
appointments has been made since the last time said appoint- 
ment scheduler was run, and running said appointment 
scheduler whenever said predetermined trigger number of 
appointments has been made. 
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